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Hulan: <i>Night of the Wolves</i>

Night of the Wolves
by David G. Hulan
llPART I
he postillion's whip cracked. To me it
seemed that he was tryinF, to impress
the passen~ers more than urF,e the horses on. 'l'he poor beasts were already racing
themselves into a lather; they knew the meaninG of the distant howlin~ behind us as well
as the humans , und were as eager to escape
it. 'l'he sleiµ:h rushed on along the road
throuch the forest. The road was never
straight for lone, so we hadn't yet seen the
wolves, but from the sound they could hardly
be oore than a verst behind, and catching up
fast.
"ilow far to safety?" asked the man sittinG beside the postillion.
He was dressed
in the uniform of a civil servant of the
ninth rank, and both his accent and his arroF-ant bearing told the rest of us that he was
~ussian and as such considered himself far
above the mixed bac of foles, Ukrainians,
a:'ld Jews wit:h whom he was forced to share
the sleiGh•
The postillion didn't answer at
first. rle was a native of the area, a Ukrainian, and obviously wasted no more love
on Russians than anyone else in the Ukraine.
~owever, when the Russian barked shrilly,
"Answer me!" the postillio:i shook his head
r:.nd said, '"i'oo far."
"Too far?" ·~he Russian paled.
"'!'hat's rir,ilt. 'l'he next village
where we can shelter is--oh, maybe six
versts down the road. The wolves will
catch us before we get halfway."
".vhat about that smoke I see over
~here?" asked a fat Polish woman sitting just
in I'ront of me.
"It looks like a village,
and not ciore than a verst or two from here."
'l'he postillion shook his head.
":~ot on this road. If' you want to try to
cake it through the woods on foot I can let
you off ••• " His grin was as wolfish as
those I could imagine on our pursuers.
ne reined in slightly for a bend
in the roaa, and then as it ran on straight
for a good half-verst he dropped-the reins
and cracked his whip once again. The horses
surged forward frantically, but even I could
tell that they were beginning to tire. And
I had a premonition that things were about
to take a baa turn for me. I twisted around
as if to pull the heavy wool lap-rug over me
cor~ completely--the sun was nearing the
horizon and the crisp day was beginning to
have rather a sharp bite to it, so the movement was natural enou~h--and was able to get
my hand on my valise where it sat on the
floor at my feet. ·
I wasn't any too soon. As my
hand closed on the handle, the Russian said,
"We must lighten the load. Then the horses
can go faster."
"We might have a chance then,"
a.greed the postillion, "but a thin one.
There isn't enough baggage on the sleigh to
make the difference."
didn't have to listen to the rest. I
put my hand on Rivke's arm. Sbe turned
frightened eyes toward me and asked in
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Yiddish, "What are they saying?"
"They're debating how to lighten
the sleigh," I answered in the same tongue.
"They haven-' t gotten to it yet, but I have
a feeling Jews are going to be re~arded as
expendable. Better we get off on our own
momentum. Can you get hold of your bag
w"ithout attracting attention?"
. She nodded wordlessly. "Good," I
continued. "Tbis next curve in the road is
so sharp that the sleigh will have to take
it dead slow. When it's almost stopped
we'll throw tbe bags out and then jump. They
won't be able to afford to stop."
I turned my attention back to the
postillion and the Russian just as the
latter said, "So some must be sacrificed to
~ive the rest of' us a chance to live. Who
is it to be?" He looked over his fellow- ·
pa.ssen~ers superciliously. Aside from his
supreme assurance that he himself would not
be one of those sacrificed, he gave little
sign of caring who it might be.
The third passenger on the rear
seat--a rat-faced little Pole sitting on my
right--was not so unconcerned. "'l'hrow theCl
the Zhydy!" he cried.
The man in front or him--a big Ukrainian-;-turned and fixed his eyes on me.
"Aye," !'.le rulilbled. "saving good Christian
lives is a better day's work than they'd
he twisted to
have ever done othentise."
stand just as the sleigh began to slow for
the curve.
I took the lap-rug in my left hand
and threw it over his head, while lunging
a~ainst the Pole with my rir,ht shoulder.
Rivke, free of the rug, dropped her bag over
the side and jumped lightly after it. I
flipped my bag over the bo.ck of the sleigh
and got to my feet, shoving the palm of my
right hand in the ~ole's face and jabbing
with my left at where I judged the Ukrainian
was keeping his head. Then I turned and
jumped out. The sleigh was already speeding
up, but I was able to land rolling and
fetched up covered with snow and breathless,
but unhurt. I could hear the bass roaring
of the Ukrainian punctuated by the shriller
outcries of the role as the slei6h drew
away, but they were obviously not soing to
stop.
Of more immediate concern were the
blackidots I could see moving toward us
along the road behind, and the mournful
howling they wero setting up. I tu~ned to
Rivke. "we have to get away from them
quickly," I said. · can you climb a tree?"
"If you can help me reach a
branch," she said. "I can't shin up a bare
trunk, and none of the big trees around here
have branches low enough for me."
"Good girl," I said. ":iere, stand
on my shoulders and balance yourself by
holding to this tree." I knelt down beside
a stout oak with a large limb about seven
feet off the ground. She stood on my shoulders~fortunately she wasn't very heavy--and
I rose slowly to my feet, while she steadied
herself' ay,ainst tbe tree trunk. From that
position it was easy for her to ~et onto the
limb, and from there she had no difficulty
in going several yards higher. As soon as
she was off the limb I backed off a couple
11
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of steps, took a running jump, caught it,
and pulled myself up onto it--none too soon.
I climbed a couple of branches higher for
sake, and by the time I had settled
safety's
on one the leader of the pack was below the
tree.
He circled once, glaring up balefully,
then took a flyin~ leap which got his front
He scrabbled
paws across the lowest limb.
for a moment, ~ot his feet under him, but
then appeared to think better 01· it and

sprang back down.
ust as well for him that he did. I had
my heavy throwing-knife that I used in
one of my acts, and even on the ground
a man with a knife is a fair match for
one wolf. In a tree the man can nearly always
win. The wolf-leader hadn't grown old and
cunninr, by buckinr, thut kind of odds. The
rest of the pack had paused for a moment,
but then had returned to their pursuit of the
sleigh.
Hy the time the leader had rejoined
them, almost all of the pack was past the
tree.
I gripped l?i vke' s arm. If only all of
them went on, we had a chance!
~or a moment it seemed as if my
i:rayers were to be answered. The last of
the pack strea:-:ed past and vanished around
the bend of the road.
~ut then, just as I
was acout to spaak, a lone strap;r:ler broke
out of the woods, loo~ed up, and promptly
souac ceu on his haunches at the base of the
tree. ~twas an old campaihf}er, probably
tired from the Lonr- chase and ready to e;ive
up the strenuous exertion in favor of the
r:tore protracted but easier task of waiting
for it:s r:1eal to drop at its feet.
I didn't like the idea at all, but
there was no use in aoinc anythin~ until the
rest of tne pack 1-11:.s .ro.rthe1· away. I turned
to ::y coopanion in disaster. "Sorry it
turned out this way," I said. "We may come
throur,h yei:, but if not ••• "
",oihen the khappe r-s e;ot rc.:y brother
Going to my uncle in
I had to do so:·ethine;.
-ublin seemed like the best idea, and I
still don't tnink l was wrong. And as for
acceptin;; :10;;.r escort--if it hadn't been for
you the wolves would have had me already."
She lookea dc~n at the uri~ht yellow eyes
of cur 1·1:i.rde.:- and ehudde red ,
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I cast my eyes around the tree and
spotted a relatively strairrht branch about
an inch in diameter and six feet lonr. within
reach. I ~ulled my knife out of~
sleeve
and be~an chippinr, away at its base. Within
a few ~inut~s I h~d separated it-?rom its
parent branch, and a few moments more and I
nad trimned off all the leaves and twigs.
":ihat are you doing?" Rivke asked
curiously.
"f>eein~ if I can make a wolfspear," I a!'lswered, as I bet;an to whittle a
point onto the narrower tip. "Ir necessary
I'd have a try at our friend down there with
just the knife, but this should be better."
I fell silent and continued to whittle,
conscio~s or two pair of eyes on me. Finally the point was as ~ood as I could make it.
"How all I have to do is e;et down
there with this thing in my hands and withou~ sprainin~ my ankle or falling down.
Even for me that's not easy."
"But I've seen you do much more
difficult things in your act!" Rivke exclaimed. "I've often thoue;ht you must be
a real mae;ician."
https://dc.swosu.edu/mythril/vol1/iss3/12

"But there I was working with
known distances, known floors, known equipment. Ir I start tightening up too soon,
I'll hurt myself, and if I wait too long,
I'll fall. And I don't know that the
ground is even, down there; what if I
landed on a mole-hill?"
"Then don't do it," she protested.
"And get tired enough and hungry
enough that eventually I couldn't do it even
with the best of luck. No." I sheathed the
knife, took the spear- in mY right hand, and
placed my left on the branch. I looked down.
The wolf was walking around the tree, and at
the moment be was on the opposite side of
the bole. As good a time as any. I pushed
off, flexine; my knees to take up the shock
of landing as I turned in mid-air to race.
where the wolf was standing, ·momentarily
taken aback by this sudden move on the part
of his quarry.
ortunately, I landed on a level
patch and although I was driven
to one knee by the impact, I
retained my grip on the spear and was on my
feet in an instant, the spear now gripped
in both hands. The wolf had not been held
long by his surprise--he hurtled toward me
and I barely had time to brace myself when
I felt the jarring impact as he struck the
spear. It was not a clean hit. He had
managed to twist slightly as he saw the
spear threatening him, and instead of penetrating his chest cavity it ran through the
muscle under his right foreleg and along the
outside of his rib cage. It was probably
the crudeness of the improvised spear that
saved me--a smooth shaft would probably have
slid along until his jaws could find my
throat. But I held tightly to the shaft,
and the many jagged points where twigs had
been only partly removed caught in his
tough hide until be could come no nearer,
try as he might. However, I was now in an
unenviable position. It took both hands
and all my strength to hold on to the spear,
and while it had made a painful wound it
would take a long time before it killed him
--if indeed it ever would.
There was only one hope. "Ri vke ! "
I called. "Can you p;e t down here without
breaking a leg?"
"I can try," she answered, and the
next thing I knew she came thudding to the
ground a few feet away. She picked herself
up rather slowly, but was apparently unharmed. "All right," she said. "I'm here."
"Reach in my left sleeve and get
the knife out," I said. "But don't get
closer to the wolf than you have to."
he came close and slid her hand up
into the loose sleeve of my jacket.
Such a small hand to do what it must!
But it came out with the knife, and she
quickly stepped back as the wolf lunged
and I was forced to stagger a cou?le of
paces to the right in order·to keep my
balance.
"See if you can stab him through
the spine," I said. "That's the best
chance. It would be tough for you to get
through his rib cage, and to cut bis
throat would mean getting within reach of
his jaws,"
She walked around behind him,
lifted the knife, point down, in both hands,
and brought it down with all her stren~th
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that Rivke would be able to keep up. I had
!FROM PAGE is
knolill her off and on since she bad been a
on the backbone just in front o.f the pelvis.
child--her mother's brother had married my
Blood spurted, and his hind legs suddenly
mother's sister, and that was quite close
collapsed. Rivke staggered back blindly,
enough a relationship for me to visit the
her hands to her face. I dropped the
family whenever my travels took me through
spear; the wolf was not going anywhere
Zhitomir--but I bad no real idea o.f what
after that. I ran to Rivke and put an arm
her endurance might be.
around her. For a moment she buried her
could have saved myself the worry. By
face in my chest, sobbing, but then she
the time we came in sight of the first
drew back and choked out, "Finish him-buildings in the village I was a good
please!"
deal more worn dolill than she was. Of course,
I looked around me and a few_ steps
I bad had a .fairly rough strugr,le with the
away saw a large stone.
I ~ifted it--it
wolf and had been carrying both bags, but
must have weighed seventy-rive pounds at
on the other hand she had to take two steps
least. '!'hen I returned to the wolf. Re
to my one to cover the same ground--and she
was a pitiable sight, his hind quarters
had done it without breathing hard.
paralyzed and useless and the crude spear
Once we spotted the buildings I
pr-o t rudan.; perhaps three .feet in front of
stopped her. "You don't speak Ukrainian,
him, but still tryinc desperately to drag
do you?" I asked.
hio1self off, away from these suddenly .formidable humans. I walked as close to his
"No, only Yiddish," she answered.
head as I dared--he still snapped when I
"Why, don't you?"
came near enour.h--and with a clumsy under"Oh, I speak Ukrainian well enough
hand heave I pitched it onto his head. flis
--but with a Polish accent, and Poles aren't
body twitched another time or two, but there
even as popular around here as Jews. Unless
was no question that the impact had done .for
there's a Jewish tavern or something of th~
him.
sort in the village, we may not be any better
Rivke had turned her back to the
o.ff here than in the woods. well, nothing
wolf as soon as she had released me. When
ventured, nothing gained, as the En~lish
she heard the dull crunch of the rock hitting
say ••• " and I walked boldly toward the nearhis head she began to shudder uncontrollably.
est cottage. Rivke followed a step or two
I stepped up behind her and took her shoulbehind.
ders. She leaned back against me and sobbed
The sun had set some minutes
convulsively for two or three minutes •.
before, but the twilight was still bri~ht
Finally she f.ained control of her breat~ing
enouch to read by as I knocked on the door.
and said bitterly, "He only wanted to live,
It opened a crack and one suspicious eye
·the same as we do. It's not his fault that
over a heavy beard looked through. "What do
he nas to eat flesh."
you want?" asked its owner in pure Ukzfainian.
"Our prophets tell us that in the
Last Days the Holy One, Blessed be He, will
"Shelter for the nir;ht," I said
humbly. "Only the privilege of staying under
cause the lion to eat grass like the ox,"
your roof and within your walls; we don't
I answered, "In those days no living creature
ask for .food or bedding. But the nitiht is
will have need to take another's life. But
cold and--" at that moment 111y speech was
until then, the wolf must have meat--and if
punctuated by a distant howl "--the wolves
we don't want to be his meat, we o.ften must
are out. In the name of co:nmon humanity••• "
kill hio instead."
"You' re a .Polack," the pea.sant
"You men, you always have an
stated, hostility permeating his voice.
answer," she spat. "Don't you ever just
:~0, a Jew," I admitted.
feel anythin~, without having to analyze
i~ .forty ways with reference to every holy
"Y'sound
like a J!olack. But Jew or
book ever written?"
Folack, y'can't stay in my home. Nor anyone
"',/hat, and me a Litvak?" I asked,
else's here. We're all ~ood Christian Ukraintrying to break her mood. Fortunately it
ians, and we stay home and mind our own
worked; Rivke ' s sense of the ridiculous was
business. If you'd done the aame you
never far from the surface, and the referwouldn't be here." And he slammed the door
ence t-o~my descent--a cocunon ·joke around_
in my .face.
Zhitocri.r--was enough to start her chuckling.
I shrugBed, and walked to the next
"All right," she said, pulling
cottage, where the same scene was repeated
away from me. "What do we do now, or have
with minor variations. And so at the next,
you thought that .far?"
and the next, until we had tried every cottage in the village and it had become quite
"We head for that smoke we saw a
dark. And cold.
while back," I replied.
"I don't know i.f
we can find shelter there anywhere or not,
Rivke was shivering, and I be~an to
but it's worth a try. It's too far back to
get desperate. The last light in the sky had
the last villahe we le.ft, and that wolf-pack
sholill dark clouds moving in from the north,
is socewhere between us and the·next one."
and I could feel a cold wind starting up.
I reached down and jerked the knife from the
If it didn't snow I was going to be much
wolf's spine, then wiped it as well as I
surprised, and if it did, and we had no
could on his rough coat. It took more cleanshelter ••• and I heard the howling again,
ing with snow and the lining of my coat,
this time much closer.
though, before I got it clean enough to
make me willing to restore it to my sleeve.
TO BE CONCLUDED
Then I picked up my bag in one band and
Hivke's in the other and said, "Let's go."
She .fell in beside me wordlessly,
and we walked along toward the stillvisible th.read of smoke drifting up into the
darkening sky. It was getting late, and so
I moved alon~ as briskly as I could, hoping
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